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Eighteenth-century Russian Orthodox pilgrim Vasilii Grigorovich-Barskii spent over two 
decades traveling through the Orthodox world, traversing popular pilgrim routes crossing 
through Catholic Europe and the Muslim-majority Ottoman Empire. I examine Barskii’s 
engagement with his coreligionists through shared material, cultural, and intellectual spaces. 
Familiar liturgical rites and architecture endowed Barskii with a sense of religious belonging in 
foreign contexts. Barskii likewise deployed his studies to insert himself into Orthodox 
communities linked by shared scholastic curricula. Knowledge acquired in and out of the 
anchored Barskii’s ability to place himself and his readers in Orthodox history. Furthermore, 
Barskii accounted for the internal and external challenges to Orthodoxy. Administrative politics 
and Orthodox defections to the Uniate Church splintered parishes and left many without access 
to religious services. Catholic ascendency in Orthodox territories and Ottoman Muslim 
regulation and repossession of Orthodox churches further altered the religious landscape. This 
paper reconstructs Barskii’s encounters with that landscape.
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For religious man, every existential decision to situate himself in space in fact constitutes a religious 
decision. 
Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and Profane: The Nature of Religion. 
 
As the sun rose on September 24, 1726, Russian Orthodox pilgrim Vasilii Barskii 
disembarked from the ship that had carried him and a mix of other travelers from Cyprus to the 
port city of Jaffa, where dozens of Christian pilgrims anxiously awaited guides to take them to 
the holy city of Jerusalem. Barskii spent the night in a hostel built only three years earlier by the 
patriarch of Jerusalem. That Saturday night, Barskii went to the evening service at a nearby 
church where he found that “on one side they sing in Greek for those arriving from Greece (so I 
heard), on the other in Arabic.” Despite sharing this sacred space with Greek travelers, the locals 
of Jaffa “always read in Arabic . . . . and they don’t know a language besides Arabic.” As with 
any self-respecting Christians, these Arabs had “all their own books pertaining to service in the 
church.” Elaborating on the specifics of church life, Barskii wrote that these Arabic-speaking 
locals maintained “all the Greek” rites, recognized the administrative structures of the Orthodox 
Church, and “firmly” upheld the “Orthodox Christian Faith.” He added that they “chant in 
Greek, wear long clothes, and cover their head like Turks and, as in other Turkish lands, women 
wear similarly long clothing, hide their faces, cover their heads with very long khusts (veils).” 
But, Barskii noted, these earnest people had something more like a “chapel where there are 
neither Royal Gates nor an altar” than a “real church [my italics].” The distinction was 
consequential for everyday religious practice. Without an altar ordained clergymen had nowhere 
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to bless the sacraments. The absence of the Royal Gates meant that the clergy could not 
symbolically open and close their doors in conjunction with the revelation and concealment of 
the divine mysteries. The locals therefore could not use the building for liturgical rites, but rather 
only minor services including Vespers, Matins, and the Hours.1 For Barskii and his 
coreligionists, then, place mattered, from the people how populated it to the adornments and 
architectural features determining which practices could be observed there.  
In this paper, I apply a spatial analysis to Barskii’s interactions with the eighteenth-
century Orthodox world. Space, most geographers and critical theorists agree, denotes something 
abstract. To ease our understanding and analysis, some scholars suggest viewing space through 
relations among people, ideas, and the physical world. In the above example, the connections 
between Barskii and his coreligionists, worshipers and chapel, Orthodoxy and its manifestations 
in Jaffa comprise just some of the relations contributing to the Orthodox space. My analysis 
centers on the abstracted space of the Orthodox world described in Barskii’s texts. His wide-
ranging travels reveal that it not only extended across continents, but also encompassed shared 
religious practices, ways of knowing, and administrative bodies, and faced common threats from 
Catholic, Uniate, and Muslim forces. Place, the specific and particular cultural and physical 
contexts through which Barskii traveled, also played a pivotal role in the Orthodox world. Jaffa’s 
location on trade routes and the path to Jerusalem, for instance, contributed to the diversity 
present in its Orthodox church and pilgrim hostel. Therefore, I consider both the abstract and 
                                                             
1 Vasilii Grigorovich-Barskii, Peshekhodtsa Vasiliia Grigorovicha-Barskago, plaki-albova, urozhentsa kievskago, 
monakha antiokhiiskago. Puteshestvie k sviatym mestam, v Evrope, Azii, i Afrike nakhodiashchim’sia, predpriiatoe v 
1723, i okonchanie v 1747 godu, im samim pisannoe (Sankt-Peterburg: Rossiiskaia akademiia nauk, 1793), 171. 
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concrete in my analysis of Barskii’s imagination of the eighteenth-century Orthodox world and 















                                                             
2 Succinct synopses of academic approaches to space and place with special reference to religion can be found in 
John Agnew “Space and Place,” in John Agnew and David Livingstone, eds., The Handbook of Geographical 
Knowledge (London: Sage, 2011): 316-330; and Chris Park, “Religion and Geography.” In John R. Hinnells, 




THE EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY ORTHODOX WORLD 
 This project investigates the intersection of the two major halves or hemispheres of the 
eighteenth-century Orthodox world. Eastern Europe, including the powerful Orthodox centers 
Kyiv and Moscow, comprised one side. This is where Barskii first formulated his Orthodox 
worldview. It is also the region he identified with or was identified with during his travels.3 The 
Ottoman Empire, especially Greece, Syria, and Palestine, constituted the other Orthodox 
hemisphere. Barskii dedicated the vast majority of his twenty-four-year journey to this area. 
Home to ancient sacred sites, the Orthodox East held a special place in the religious imagination. 
Before analyzing how Barskii connected these two worlds through his travels and writings, 
however, I will briefly contextualize the phenomena shaping Orthodoxy at this time and explain 
how my project adds new understandings to these historical trends. 
 As recent scholarship has shown, confessionalization, a process long tied to the 
Reformation-era Germanic states, reshaped Eastern European political and religious life from the 
late sixteenth through the eighteenth century. Confessionalization occurred in both Western and 
Eastern Europe as an outgrowth of increased competition among Christian sects for believers’ 
hearts and minds. In both cases, this lead lay and clerical leaders to formulate religious beliefs, 
create uniform and cogent religious communities, reinforce church discipline, cultivate clergy to 
                                                             
3 Barskii attested to being received warmly on Chios while in route to Constantinople “in part for love of [my] 
Russian heritage and for taking the honor of Resident [embassy chaplain] upon myself.” Grigorovich-Barskii, 
Peshekhodtsa Vasiliia Grigorovicha-Barskago, 491. 
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bolster these efforts, and develop close co-operation or ‘symbiosis’ between church and state.4 In 
Eastern Europe, Catholic-Orthodox and Polish-Russian confrontation catalyzed these responses 
on all sides. The linkages between Catholic and Polish-Lithuanian identity resulted in legal and 
social pressure on Orthodox subjects to join the Catholic Church. But, the establishment of the 
Uniate Church in 1596 at Lublin eased the dual processes of religious and secular integration. 
Conceived as a palatable path leading from Orthodoxy toward Catholicism, the Uniate Church 
allowed Orthodox clerics and laymen to preserve Greek liturgical rites, achieve “administrative 
and political parity with the Roman Catholic Church,” and secure political representation in the 
Sejm (Senate). In exchange, Uniate converts agreed to recognize papal authority and adopt 
Catholic dogma, including transubstantiation and the filioque.5 Such theological changes 
signified a significant departure from Orthodox religious tradition, requiring shifts in how 
Orthodox-turned-Uniates perceived and represented the Holy Trinity and the Eucharist.6 
At the same time, Orthodox leaders mounted a defense of their faith, enmeshing 
religious, cultural and political identities. As Serhii Plokhy has shown, confessionalization turned 
violent among seventeenth-century Ukrainian Cossacks who were openly hostile to Uniates, 
Catholics, and Jews. While fending off Tatars, Turks, Poles, and Russians, the Cossacks came to 
see Orthodoxy as a core part of their cultural identity. This influenced their decision to accept a 
                                                             
4 A concise summary of the literature can be found in Ute Lotz-Heumann, “Confessionalization,” in The Ashgate 
Research Companion to the Counter-Reformation, ed. Alexandra Bamji, et al. (Routledge, 2013): 44-62. 
5 Barbara Skinner, The Western front of the Eastern Church: Uniate and Orthodox Conflict in Eighteenth-Century 
Poland., Ukraine, Belarus, and Russia (Dekalb: NIU Press, 2009), 25. 
6 A concise but thorough introduction to the Catholic-Orthodox dispute over the filioque – whether the Holy Spirit 
proceeds from the Father “and the Son” or the Father alone – can be found in Edward Siecienski, The Filioque: 
History of a Doctrinal Controversy (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010). On transubstantiation see Ian A. 
McFarland. "Transubstantiation." In Cambridge Dictionary of Christian Theology, ed. Ian A. McFarland, David A. 
S. Fergusson, Karen Kilby, and et. al. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011). 
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political offer to become a Russian protectorate.7 In contrast, clarifying doctrine and revamping 
educational institutions provided alternative, non-violent forms of defense. Metropolitan of Kyiv 
Peter Mohyla led these efforts, issuing an Orthodox Catechism in 1640 and transforming a small 
monastic school into the leading center of Orthodox learning in Eastern Europe in 1632. This 
collegium, later renamed the Kyiv Mohyla Academy, was where Barskii studied in the early 
eighteenth century. The changes seen in Kyiv soon spread westward following Russia’s political 
and religious annexation of Kyiv in the 1680s. Leading Kyivan clerics were recruited to work for 
the Moscow patriarchate and the Holy Synod that replaced it in 1721. Likewise, the scholastic 
curriculum adopted in Kyiv appeared in Moscow. Though western educated Greeks were the 
first to deliver this new system consisting of Latin and Greek grammar and rhetoric, Aristotelian 
logic, natural philosophy, and theology, Kyivan-educated clerics were necessary to its success.8 
Russian use of Orthodoxy in legal classifications and identity formation over the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries bound these religious developments to imperial administration and cultural 
integration. For Barskii and his contemporaries then, efforts to articulate clearly defined religious 
identities effected everyday life be determining one’s belonging to legal, cultural, and social 
categories.  
                                                             
7 See Serhii.Plokhy, The Cossacks and Religion in Early Modern Ukraine (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001). 
8 In 1685 two Greek hieromonks, Ioannikios and Sophronios Leichoudes, established a “Slavo-Greco-Latin 
Academy” in Moscow using the scholastic models employed at Jesuit academies in Europe. For an excellent 
analysis of this school and its implications for Russia see Nikolaos A. Chrissidis, An academy at the Court of the 




The Orthodox subjects of the Ottoman Empire, in contrast, had to contend with Muslim 
rulers and a co-opted Church elite.9 As dhimmi, or People of the Book, Orthodox were allowed 
to preserve their faith but subject to high tax rates imposed by the Sultan and collected through 
the church. Monetary gain was therefore a leading incentive for church and state leaders to 
maintain amicable relations. The Phanariot Greeks, named after their neighborhood in 
Constantinople, dominated the Orthodox Church administration. Proving their loyalty through 
loyal service to the sultan, the Phanariots expanded their ecclesiastical domains to extend 
throughout Greece, Serbia, and Bulgaria. They were, in one scholar’s words, “a kind of colonial 
superior race directing churches in distant lands, using the mandate of the sultan and the decree 
of the patriarch to justify it.”10 While effective tax collectors, the Phanariots did not manage 
church affairs well or appoint apt clergymen to key positions of power. These administrative 
failings, coupled with Ottoman Muslim laws inhibiting church repairs or expansion, led to decay 
and decline in many corners of the Orthodox world. Not surprisingly, some Ottoman Orthodox 
turned to the Catholic Church for financial, administrative, and spiritual support. These Uniate 
communities, as their counterparts in Eastern Europe, made theological concessions and 
acknowledged papal authority in return for retaining their liturgical practices.11  Ottoman 
Uniates, unlike Orthodox subjects under the patriarchate of Constantinople, risked raising the 
                                                             
9 A long-time standard on the Orthodox Church under the Ottomans was pointedly entitled “The Great Church in 
Captivity.” Steven Runciman, The Great Church in Captivity: A Study of the Patriarchate of Constantinople from 
the Eve of the Turkish Conquest to the Greek War of Independence (London: Cambridge University Press, 1968). 
10 John Anthony McGuckin, ed., The Encyclopedia of Eastern Orthodox Christianity (Chichester, U.K.: Wiley-
Blackwell, 2011), 136-139. 
11 English Roman Catholic priest Adrian Fortescue compiled an intriguing sort of travelogue about the Uniates that 
discusses their history, rites, and relations to Roman Catholicism. See Adrian Fortescue, The Uniate Eastern 
churches: the Byzantine Rite in Italy, Sicily, Syria, and Egypt (London: Burns, Oates & Washbourne, ltd., 1923). 
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state’s suspicion for their allegiance to a Church centered in Rome. In any case, Uniatism 
destabilized Orthodox parishes and added yet one more challenge to Church clerics and laity.12 
One final factor, Russian-Ottoman military conflict, characterized the eighteenth-century 
Orthodox world.13 The clash began in earnest under Peter I, who zealously pursued Russian 
expansion north toward Sweden, west toward Poland, and south toward the Black Sea. The latter 
pursuit drew Peter and his armies into war with the Ottoman Sultan twice, though Russia realized 
few gains while fighting on multiple fronts. But, over the course of three more wars in the same 
century, Russian diplomatic maneuvering and military might prevailed. With the acquisition of 
the Crimean Khanate and territories on the north shore of the Sea of Azov, Catherine II extended 
Russia’s territory southward to the Black Sea.14 While conflict between the empires persisted 
through the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the period of Barskii’s travel (1723-1747) 
was distinguished in two ways. First, Russia secured the Orthodox right to pilgrimage to the 
Holy Lands in 1720. Though subsequent renewals of fighting challenged this guarantee, Russia 
clearly had interest in protecting its subjects and defending their religious rights to travel. 
Second, Russia, the only independent Orthodox-ruled state at the time, had begun asserting itself 
as a defender of the faith. Peter I’s insistence that his coreligionists in the Ottoman Empire gain 
possession of the Holy Places in Jerusalem and be freed from taxes and laws disrupting their 
                                                             
12 For a recent and concise introduction to the Uniate presence in the Orthodox East see Konstantin Aleksandrovich 
Panchenko, “Katolicheskaia Uniia,” in Konstantin Aleksandrovich Panchenko, Blizhnevostochnoe Pravoslavie pod 
osmanskim vladychestvom: pervye tri stoletiia, 1516–1831 (Moskva: Indirk, 2012): 423-472. 
13 An excellent introduction to the early eighteenth-century Russian-Ottoman wars is Benedict Sumner, Peter the 
Great and the Ottoman Empire (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1949). A more recent cultural study focused more on the 
nineteenth century is Victor Taki, Tsar and Sultan: Russian Encounters with the Ottoman Empire (London: I.B. 
Tauris, 2016). 
14 Peter’s wars were fought in (1686–1700 and 1710–1711). Tsarina Anna oversaw the war of 1735–1739 and 




religious practices, while unsuccessful, underlined the direction that Russia would pursue in 
future negotiations with Ottoman sultans. For Russian Orthodox such as Barskii, traveling to the 
Ottoman Empire was fraught with the potential dangers posed by war, but also indicative of 



















THE LIFE AND WRITINGS OF VASILII GRIGOROVICH-BARSKII 
Barskii’s unusual life merits description. Born in Kyiv around 1700, Barskii studied Latin 
grammar and rhetoric at the Kyiv Mohyla Academy until 1722 when he ventured to Lviv to seek 
treatment for an ulcer in his leg. Barskii hoped to continue his studies at the Lviv Jesuit Academy 
but was thrown out when his Orthodox identity was uncovered. Invited to accompany a friend to 
Italy, Barskii began a journey that would last over two decades (1723-1747) and be completed 
almost entirely by foot.15 First, he crossed Austria-Hungary, looped around the Italian boot, and 
then studied for several months in Venice. From there, he traveled by boat to the Greek isles in 
the Aegean before landing at Jerusalem, the premier destination for Christian pilgrims because of 
its connection to Jesus’ life and ministry. Barskii then operated mostly out of Damascus, where 
he continued his studies and where patriarch Sylvester ordained him a monk in 1734. Curiosity 
and serendipity carried Barskii through Egypt and Greece at this time, too. Then, Barskii took 
almost a year to tour all the churches and monasteries of Cyprus. Then in 1737 an outbreak of 
plague stranded Barskii on Patmos. The studious monk spent the next six years there polishing 
his Greek and tutoring local students. When, in 1743, a letter arrived summoning him to 
Constantinople, Barskii packed his bags to serve, very briefly, as chaplain at the Russian 
embassy. But, the allure of travel beckoned to Barskii one final time. Fluent in Greek and armed 
with passports, letters of introduction, and cash from his stint at the embassy, Barskii set off for 
                                                             
15 Barskii belonged to a special class of Russian Orthodox pilgrim, the strannik who engages in strannichestvo or 
devoting his whole life to wandering the Holy Lands. For definition and clarification see 
Sergei Zhitenev, Istoriia Russkogo Pravoslavnogo Palomnichestva v X-XVII Vekakh (Moskva: Indrik, 2007), 38-41. 
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Mount Athos. After touring the peninsula’s twenty monasteries and multitude of sketes (isolated 
monastic communities), Barskii returned through the Balkans to Russia where he died in 1747, 
shortly after completing his long journey.16  
Though Barskii’s wanderings extended widely, they belonged to a category of pilgrimage 
with specific cultural and theological groundings. A strannik such as Barskii devoted his whole 
life to wandering the Holy Lands. But, the freedom of movement characterizing Barskii’s 
winding route carried the heavy burden of asceticism. Denying earthly pleasures and relying on 
philanthropy for housing and food allowed stranniki to focus on growing closer to God. Theosis, 
the Orthodox concept of using one’s life to draw nearer to the divine, gave meaning and purpose 
to these travels.17 While Barskii deployed his travels to quench his own desire to explore the 







                                                             
16 The only complete biographies of Barskii were written by nineteenth-century Russian and Ukrainian historians. 
See Vasilii Askochenskii, Vasilii Grigorʹevich Grigorovich-Barskii: znamenityi puteshestvennik XVIII veka (Kyiv: 
Tipografiia gubernskogo pravlenii︠ a︡, 1854); and, Nikolai Baruskov, Zhizn’ i Trudy V. I. Barskogo (Sankt-
Peterburg: Tipografiia M.M. Stasiulevicha, 1885).  




RUSSIAN ORTHODOX PILGRIM LITERATURE 
This project contributes to a small, but growing field of literature on Russian pilgrimage 
broadly and Barskii’s accounts more specifically. Academic and ecclesiastical interest in Russian 
pilgrimage began in the nineteenth century. These early works focused mostly on pilgrim 
accounts’ contributions to Russian literature and its use in documenting ecclesiastical histories.18 
Scholarship declined with the onset of the First World War that inhibited pilgrimage to the Holy 
Lands. The rise of the Soviet period directed Russian and Western studies away from religious 
literature, though published pilgrim accounts held vital information for diplomatic, cultural, and 
military histories. Thus, as late as 1985, two American scholars urged colleagues to turn their 
attention to this “relatively accessible yet largely unknown or ignored body of travel literature.”19 
Academics have only started to answer this call in recent years. Svetlana Kirillina, for example, 
established the utility of these sources for Ottoman studies. Due to significant archival and 
documentary gaps, Ottoman historians have limited resources on demography, popular culture, 
lay religion, and everyday life. Kirillina therefore used Russian pilgrim accounts as a new source 
base for studying the Arab-Ottoman world while her student Konstantin Panchenko did the same 
                                                             
18 See for example P. I. Savvaitov, Puteshestvie novgorodskogo arkhiepiskopa Antoniia v Tsargrad v kontse 12-ogo 
stoletiia (Sanktpeterburg: Tipografiia Imperatorskoi Akademii nauk, 1872). 
19 Theofanis G. Stavrou and Peter R. Weisensel, Russian Travelers to the Christian East from the Twelfth to the 
Twentieth Century (Columbus, Ohio: Slavica Publishers, 1986), xxvii. 
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for the Christian East.20 In contrast, Veronica della Dora has used Barskii’s text and drawings to 
unite the material and imagined worlds of Orthodoxy. She points to the emergence of an 
“Orthodox enlightenment geography” in the eighteenth century that was not merely a “physical 
space or discipline,” but a “discourse . . . a set of embodied and representational practices 
through which eighteenth-century educated Orthodox Ruthenians [inhabitants of southeastern 
Europe under Ottoman rule] came to know, imagine and represent the world.”21 Della Dora thus 
explores the relationship between secular and spiritual forms of knowledge that served as a basis 
for Orthodox believers’ conceptions and experiences of space, boundaries, and geography.  
My analysis unites these two latest developments in the historiography of Russian pilgrim 
literature to examine the eighteenth-century Orthodox world. As Barskii’s extensive travels 
suggest, this encompassed a vast geographical and cultural domain. Rather than simply locate 
Orthodoxy on the map, however, I explore the commonalities between Orthodox people and 
places Barskii encountered, illuminating some of the distinctly eighteenth-century phenomena 
described in his text. I specifically investigate four avenues through which Barskii engaged with 
the Orthodox world. Sites of religious practice, namely churches, monasteries, and shrines, were 
the main venues for Barskii’s interactions with his faith. In these places, Barskii connected 
himself and his readers to coreligionists and the Orthodox past. Familiar liturgical rites and 
church architecture fostered Barskii’s sense of belonging while defensive barriers and relics of 
the past stirred his historical imagination. Second, Barskii tapped into the circulation of 
                                                             
20 Svetlana Kirillina, Ocharovannye stranniki: Arabo-Osmanskii mir glazami rossiiskikh palomnikov XVI-XVIII 
stoletii (Moskva: Kliuch-S, 2010); and Konstantin Aleksandrovich Panchenko, Blizhnevostochnoe Pravoslavie pod 
osmanskim vladychestvom: pervye tri stoletiia, 1516–1831 (Moskva: Indirk, 2012).  
21 Veronica della Dora, “Light and sight: Vasilij Grigorovich Barskij, Mount Athos and the geographies of 
eighteenth-century Russian Orthodox Enlightenment,” in Journal of Historical Geography 53 (2016), 87-88. 
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knowledge in and about the Orthodox world throughout his travels. Barskii engaged in formal 
studies, joining institutions and their surrounding communities in Kyiv, Venice, and Damascus. 
These experiences equipped Barskii with the language skills necessary for navigating pilgrimage 
routes and sacred sites. Barskii also drew on local sources of knowledge to sharpen his 
knowledge of the Orthodox world and left his writings to connect readers to the places he visited. 
Furthermore, Barskii documented the internal and external challenges to Orthodoxy. 
Administrative politics and Orthodox defections to the Uniate Church splintered parishes and left 
many without access to religious services. The struggle to protect, promote, and preserve the 
faith neither began nor ended during Barskii’s time. But, his texts reveal how the internal and 
external problems facing Orthodoxy took on a particularly localized and interconnected 
character. Finally, Barskii detailed how Catholic ascendency in Orthodox territories and Ottoman 
Muslim regulation and repossession of Orthodox churches altered the religious landscape. In 
some ways, it seemed that Orthodoxy was losing territory from all sides as Catholics claimed 
control over sites in the Holy Lands, Uniates dominated in Antioch, and Muslim rulers tightly 
regulated Orthodox worship. But, Barskii’s deft use of disguise allowed him to permeate 
religious boundaries into Catholic and Muslim spheres suggesting that boundaries imposed on 
land or sacred sites were not accompanied by stringent or inflexible identities. My analysis 
therefore reveals how Barskii connected to the Orthodox world and conceived of the problems 







SITES OF RELIGIOUS PRACTICE: BELONGING, HISTORY, AND THE 
MIRACULOUS 
The dozens of Orthodox sites of practice that Barskii visited fit into three main 
categories, each with a particular function. Places of worship, including cathedrals, churches, and 
chapels generated a sense of religious belonging and community. The sensuous nature of 
Orthodox liturgical rites not only enfolded Barskii and his coreligionists into services, but also 
gave context to a recognizable cultural system. Put another way, Barskii achieved cultural 
orientation when he joined in communion with local parishioners, representatives of the 
ecumenical Orthodox collective, through his participation in liturgies. Yet, Barskii also found 
physical orientation at sites of worship, a fact vital to the reader’s ability to imagine the places 
described. Monasteries, another class of Orthodox spaces, communicated the faith’s history 
though their landscapes. Barskii therefore “read” the ebbs and flows of Orthodoxy through 
longstanding sites such as Mount Athos. Here I engage with Barskii’s representations of the 
monastic topography and architecture, leaving the Holy Mountain’s tremendous amount of 
documented and orally collected knowledge for the next section. Finally, shrines, occupy a 
minor, but distinguishable place in Barskii’s writings. These sites operated as the meeting place 
of the superstitious and the miraculous. In this section I foreground the material religious world 
underpinning Barskii’s understanding, experience, and representation of Orthodox sites of 
practice. 
A relatively consistent set of furnishings and architecture gave context to worship in 
Orthodox churches. Church exteriors reminded Barskii and his coreligionists of their spiritual 
16 
 
heritage. Cupolas sitting atop the church center, for example, symbolized either Christ and the 
Evangels or the twelve apostles. Church interiors then drew worshipers closer to each other and 
to the divine. Orthodox came first to the narthex, the entryway into the sacred church space. 
Proceeding from the west end, Barskii and his coreligionists moved through this passageway 
from the worldly outside to the sacred interior space reserved for liturgical practices. At the end 
of the narthex, they came to face the iconostasis, a large artistic divider separating the worshipers 
from the sanctuary where ordained clergy prepared sacraments such as the Eucharist.22 The 
Orthodox have no prescribed order to the depictions on iconostases, though many follow a divine 
hierarchy proceeding from local saints on the far ends to the church’s patron saint or feast to 
Christ at the center with the Virgin Mary on his right and John the Baptist on his left. This wall 
of icons visually connected the worshiper to the central figures in Orthodox culture. However, it 
also partitioned off the sanctuary where priests or bishops prepared the sacraments in God’s 
presence. Two sets of doors, the Royal Doors at the center and two deacon’s doors on each side, 
allowed clerical movement into or out of the sanctuary for such purposes. An altar sometimes 
resided in the nave, providing a site for the distribution of the Eucharist and administration of 
confession. Additional iconography covered the walls and a depiction of Christ surrounded by 
the four evangelists covered the dome of the cupola.23 The various architectural structures inside 
Orthodox churches therefore created a physical space where worshipers, clergymen, saints, and 
God met. 
                                                             
22 The seven sacraments are baptism, the Eucharist, confirmation, reconciliation, the anointing of the sick, marriage, 
and the Holy Orders. 
23 The “dynamic understanding of church” among Orthodox is simultaneously rooted in the present and “an 
eschatological mystery that cannot be entirely at home in the present world order and cannot be fully glimpsed 
within it.” John Anthony McGuckin, The Orthodox Church: an Introduction to its History, Doctrine, and Spiritual 
Culture (London, UK: Blackwell, 2008), 238. 
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The other-worldly experience of Orthodox worship, integrating visually stimulating 
iconography, the distinct aroma of incense, clanging bells, and resounding chants, long pre-dated 
Barskii, but remained central to eighteenth-century Orthodoxy.24 Barskii frequently commented 
on the beauty of icons and iconostases, especially the elaborate ones on Mount Athos. The 
Stavronikita Monastery, for instance, impressed Barskii with an icon of Saint Nicholas “covered 
in gold and other [precious] stones” as well as an ancient icon of Mary “artfully rendered 
completely in precious and small stones inserted [like] small grains.”25 Yet, Barskii concluded 
that “there could not be better” icons than the “Russian and Greek” ones adorning the walls of 
Iver Monastery, which also had a large iconostasis “better than all in the candle-adorned, mighty, 
and great quantity of [iconostases of] the Holy Mountain.”26 Similar refrains flavored Barskii’s 
descriptions of the liturgical chants or “beautifully-voiced Greek singing” accompanying 
Orthodox worship.27 Belfries, located on the outside of the church, filled eye and ear with awe. 
Some towered as tall as the church’s main cupola and, as part of “ancient” practices, called 
worshipers with their sweet sounds.28 The strong smell of incense, offered first to God, then the 
saints, the icons, and the worshipers, filled church and sometimes reflected the seasonal or local 
                                                             
24 Chroniclers in Kyivan-Rus’ succinctly captured the appeal of Orthodox worship in their description of Prince 
Vladimir’s conversion in 988. He accepted Orthodoxy following a report from his envoys to Constantinople who 
remarked that when they entered Greek churches “we knew not whether we were in heaven or on earth. For on earth 
there is no such splendor or such beauty, and we are at a loss how to describe it. We only know that God dwells 
there among men.” Quoted in Samuel Cross and Olgerd Sherbowitz-Wetzor, The Russian Primary Chronicle, 
Laurentian Text (Cambridge, MA: The Medieval Academy of America, 1953), 96-97, 111. 
25 Grigorovich-Barskii, Peshekhodtsa Vasiliia Grigorovicha-Barskago, 144. 
26 Grigorovich-Barskii, Peshekhodtsa Vasiliia Grigorovicha-Barskago, 585. 
27 Grigorovich-Barskii, Peshekhodtsa Vasiliia Grigorovicha-Barskago, 33. 
28 Grigorovich-Barskii, Peshekhodtsa Vasiliia Grigorovicha-Barskago, 391, 631. 
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availability of products.29 In short, Orthodox worship stimulated all the senses and provided a 
familiar context for Barskii as he traveled through foreign lands. 
As a result of the resiliency of church “traditions” underpinned by the Orthodox concern 
with preserving “ancient” church practices, Barskii shared a mode of worship with his 
coreligionists.30 The splendorous churches and sensuous liturgy that contextualized this mutually 
understood behavior transcended even linguistic barriers. In fact, early in his travels, when he 
had working knowledge of only Russian and Latin, Barskii recognized the binding power of 
communal worship. In the summer of 1724, Barskii attended a service “beautifully put on” at the 
Greek church of Venice where he listened to “beautifully-voiced Greek singing, not knowing the 
words, but understood everything for [it] was all like in Russia, only the Evangels were read to 
the left of the center of the church in a grand cathedral.”31 After waiting there for several months, 
Barskii went so far as to proclaim that the Venetian Greeks “concur with us [e.g. Russians] on 
everything” except for the placement of clergy at certain points in the service and the wording of 
some lay responses.32  
Worship therefore connected Barskii to his coreligionists on two levels. First, it provided 
a commonly understood ‘language’ or mode of behavior because it occurred in familiar church 
                                                             
29 On the order of the offering of incense see McGuckin, The Orthodox Church: an Introduction, 357; on the 
seasonal variation of liturgy see Oleg Tarasov, Icon and Devotion: Sacred Spaces in Imperial Russia, ed. R. R. 
Milner-Gulland (London, UK: Reaktion Books Ltd, 2014), 113. 
30 Orthodox believers emphasize the unbroken tradition extending from the early Church to contemporary history. 
They suggest that adapting or adjusting the rites to accommodate new realities does not constitute a break or 
“change” in that tradition. Thus, a contemporary observer writes “liturgy and theology can evolve (and have over 
time), but that is fundamentally different from claiming they have ever changed.” A. Edward Siecienski, Orthodox 
Christianity: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019), 43. 
31 Grigorovich-Barskii, Peshekhodtsa Vasiliia Grigorovicha-Barskago, 33. 
32 Grigorovich-Barskii, Peshekhodtsa Vasiliia Grigorovicha-Barskago, 101. 
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spaces. Recognizable iconography, standardized liturgical readings, and the familiar smell of 
incense rendered worship, even in a foreign tongue and distant land, comprehensible and thus 
open to participation. In further illustration of this point, Barskii completed his pre-Christmas 
while traveling through Egypt in 1743 in Arabic “out of necessity” though he had only “partly 
learned [it] with God’s help.”33 Second, Barskii’s conclusion that the Russians and Greeks 
“concurred” on everything underlines the existence of an imagined religious collective, an 
Orthodox world based on shared liturgical practice and theology that transcended linguistic and 
geographical barriers.   
Besides providing a familiar space for Barskii to position himself within local Orthodox 
culture, churches physically and geographically oriented him and his readers. Barskii usually 
described the spiritual path drawing worshipers closer to God as they proceeded from the church 
entrance toward the iconostasis and altar in grounded, worldly terms.34 Furthermore, Barskii 
writes from his own perspective, allowing the reader to understand church interiors as they 
themselves would experience them. His description of the church at Saint Catherine’s monastery 
on Mount Sinai alerts the reader that Christ’s figure at the center of the iconostasis is surrounded 
by the four evangelists “from the southern side” (ot poludennoi stranyi), the Virgin Mary “from 
the north,” and John the Forerunner “from the north near the Blessed Virgin.” 35 Readers would 
not have found this iconographic arrangement atypical. Instead, Barskii’s use of cardinal 
                                                             
33 Grigorovich-Barskii, Peshekhodtsa Vasiliia Grigorovicha-Barskago, 343. Author’s note: Orthodox confession 
occurs at the altar at the front of the Church and, though strictly between the individual and the clergyman, takes 
place in front of the community. 
34 For a thorough overview of the Orthodox idea of “growing closer to God,” see Vladimir 
L. Kharlamov, Theosis (Eugene, OR: Pickwick, 2011).  




directions avoids the ambiguities of relative direction (left-right) and roots the church within the 
physical landscape. Furthermore, Barskii the tour guide led his readers around churches. At 
another monastic church on Kios, he moves from the eight mosaics “in the first corner from the 
eastern side above the iconostasis” to the depiction of Christ’s birth in the “second corner from 
the southern side” to the crucifixion on the western wall and the resurrection on the northern.36 
Why would Barskii take such detailed notes of the geographical placement of icons and church 
art? While these matters had marginal impact upon Barskii’s everyday experience of Orthodox 
worship centers, they effected readers’ ability to visualize and inhabit those places. At a time 
when most texts were narrated aloud to an audience rather than read by individuals, Barskii’s 
resolute attention to the minutiae of church layouts rendered far-off Orthodox spaces imaginable 
and navigable.37  
Barskii found it equally important that he and his readers acquire a thorough 
understanding of the Orthodox history inscribed in monastic topographies. Many monastic 
compounds vividly told the stories of Islam’s struggles against the Church. This was especially 
true of architecture along Mount Athos’ rugged coastline that remained a reminder of 
Orthodoxy’s bitter war against Islam in the fifteenth century. Barskii informed his readers that 
the Monastery of the Great Lavra had walls with pillars “similar to towers” armed with “small 
cannons” built when “Muslim forces arrived to Constantinople and Saracen attacks on cities and 
monasteries required” such defenses. Though this war happened mostly in Barskii’s imagination 
                                                             
36 Grigorovich-Barskii, Peshekhodtsa Vasiliia Grigorovicha-Barskago, 389. 
37 Estimates of literacy levels in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Russia vary, but most scholars accept relatively 
low number proposed by Gary Marker. See Gary Marker, “Literacy and Literacy Texts in Muscovy: A 
Reconsideration,” Slavic Rev. 49 (1990): 74–89; and Marker, “Books and Print in the Reign of Peter the Great,” in 
Russia in the Reign of Peter the Great: Old and New Perspectives, ed. A. G. Cross (Cambridge: Study Group on 
Eighteenth Century Russia, 1998): 119-32. 
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– the Athonite monks achieved diplomatic protections from the Ottoman sultan in 143038 – the 
general hardship his coreligionists faced under Muslim rule moved Barskii to “true tears.”39 
Beyond Mount Athos, however, Orthodox monks were sometimes displaced when Muslim 
administrators were able to weaken and exploit church rule. Barskii documented precisely such 
an outcome for the monks of Mount Sinai who had strained ties with the physically distant 
Patriarch of Alexandria. Local Arab Muslim rulers easily seized the defenseless monks’ church 
and transformed it into a mosque, forcing the Orthodox brothers to use churches in far-off Cairo 
for their services.40 The lasting confrontation between Orthodoxy and Islam lived on in monastic 
architecture and the changes in its owners. 
Muslim rulers alone were not responsible for all disputes and disruptions within the 
Church. Competition and discord among Orthodox communities also divided ostensibly 
ecumenical spaces such as Mount Athos. For monks and pilgrims alike, balancing the Holy 
Mountain’s “pan-Orthodox” history with ebbs and flows in which ethnic communities dominated 
individual monasteries and the whole peninsula. The imperfect solution divided monasteries into 
those open to all ethnicities, namely the Kayres monastery, and those ruled by specific ethnic 
groups, including Chilandar (Serbians), Zographou (Bulgarians), and Panteleimon (Russians). 
Under Ottoman rule, especially as Greek nationalism built up over the course of the eighteenth 
century, this system started falling apart. Barskii’s two trips to Athos, in 1726 and 1745, revealed 
the outcomes of Hellenism, namely the displacement of Russian monks from Panteleimon 
                                                             
38 Graham Speake, Mount Athos: Renewal in Paradise (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2002), 119-120. 
39 Grigorovich-Barskii, Peshekhodtsa Vasiliia Grigorovicha-Barskago, 517. Saracen was a medieval term for 
Muslim. 
40 Grigorovich-Barskii, Peshekhodtsa Vasiliia Grigorovicha-Barskago, 256. 
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monastery. On his first visit to the Holy Mountain, Barskii took in the snow-covered start of the 
New Year with the few Russians who still inhabited the monastery.41 But by his second visit 
Greeks had exploited a temporary lull in Russian travel to Athos to take Panteleimon. Barskii 
wrote that the monastery had belonged to “Russian (Rossisstii) monks . . . from the beginning” 
until 1735 when war between Russia and the Ottoman Empire broke out. At that time, it was 
“prohibited for Russian monks to go out from their own Fatherland to other countries,” leaving 
Panteleimon without any residents. Seizing the moment, “the Greeks took it into their own power 
and it belongs to them until today [1744].” To ensure the permanency of the repossession, the 
new occupants banned Russian, Serbian, and Bulgarian monks from residing at the monastery 
for fear that they would retake it as rightful heirs of the “ancient inhabitants.”42 Russians only 
returned to Panteleimon in 1835 when the monastery’s Greek inhabitants, impoverished and 
desperate to rebuild after the Greek War of Independence (1821-1830) left their buildings 
ravaged, invited them.43 Beyond recording the decline in Russian presence in Athos at the time 
of Greek ascendency on the Holy Mountain, Barskii shows that competition among 
coreligionists was a major force reshaping the eighteenth-century Orthodox world. The changes 
on Athos, especially at a monastery that had been inhabited by Russians for over seven hundred 
years, brought this into sharp relief.  
At shrines, a quite separate issue involving erroneous belief and the miraculous 
confronted Barskii and his coreligionists. As Barskii found, the mythical tales attached to shrines 
could result from divine intervention, but also fuel superstition. At Saint Nicholas’ relics in Bari, 
                                                             
41 Grigorovich-Barskii, Peshekhodtsa Vasiliia Grigorovicha-Barskago, 156. 
42 Panteleimon was established in 1169. Grigorovich-Barskii, Peshekhodtsa Vasiliia Grigorovicha-Barskago, 690. 
43 Speake, Mount Athos: Renewal in Paradise, 149. 
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Italy, Barskii asked a traveling companion what caused the manna [holy oil] to seep out of the 
relics. They concluded that it was secreted “through a small window hidden by a cleverly 
designed instrument” in a ploy to fool the masses.44 At other sites, irrational or similarly 
misleading beliefs led to the defilement of sacred spaces. Thus, “superstitious people or non-
believer hooliganism or vile intentions” were to blame for the theft of ancient, historically-
important bones found by monks of the Jerusalem cave monastery of Savva.45 Despite his 
evident scorn for misguided ideas, Barskii held no reservations about the reality of the 
miraculous. Barskii copiously documented the other-worldly powers of icons, saints’ relics, and 
prayer though he rarely called on such potent forces for his own benefit. In one exception 
proving the rule, Barskii drank the “healing waters” of Kio in 1732 either convinced of their 
powers or desperate for better health – Barskii never fully cured the ulcer in his leg. He seems to 
have acknowledged the fine line between superstition and divinely-ordained miracle in this 
instance, leaving his readers to “judge as you will.”46 For Barskii, shrines signified the 
unsanctioned edges of Orthodoxy, where mistaken beliefs flourished. While true miracles could 
happen at these sites just as in churches or at monasteries, they more often seemed sites 
characterized by manipulation or misunderstanding.  
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LEARNING AS CONNECTION TO THE ORTHODOX PAST AND PRESENT 
 Learning, as much as worshiping, connected Barskii to the eighteenth-century Orthodox 
world.  In this section I demonstrate the multiple avenues to knowledge at the heart of Barskii’s 
travels and experiences of the eighteenth-century Orthodox world. First, I discuss how Orthodox 
institutional education provided Barskii with the skills he needed to pursue his travels and 
connected him to networks of coreligionists. Aside from his initial studies in Kyiv, Barskii joined 
schools in Venice and Damascus. Most importantly, though, institutionalized education equipped 
Barskii and his schoolmates to gird the Orthodox people in their faith. This was especially true 
for western Ukraine and portions of the Ottoman Empire where Catholic missionaries had long 
since made inroads. Meanwhile, in Serbia and Bulgaria, disconnection from eighteenth-century 
educational networks constituted a major crisis because it left parishioners with few qualified 
clergy to administer the sacraments. Second, I highlight Barskii’s personal mission to learn about 
the Orthodox world through travel and disseminate his findings to readers back home. This 
required language and historical training from school as well as Barskii’s own sights and hearing 
to render Orthodox history understandable. Overall, I show the centrality of learning, in all of its 
forms, to Barskii’s project of exploring the Orthodox world and linking his readers to it. 
The adaptation of scholasticism to Orthodox educational curricula over the seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries constituted the most important aspect of Barskii’s learning experience. 
New courses not only introduced students to previously marginalized content, including 
grammar, rhetoric, Aristotelian logic, natural philosophy, theology, and Latin, but also connected 
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them to networks of Orthodox learning. State demand for literate bureaucrats educated in the 
humanities partially spurred these shifts in clerical education in western Russia and the Polish-
Lithuanian Commonwealth.47  Because similar developments occurred throughout the Orthodox 
world, Barskii was able to continue his studies while traveling. In fact, Barskii’s burning desire 
and evident aptitude for studying language, fashioned during his formative years at the Kyiv 
Mohyla Academy, facilitated his integration into student life at the Flanginian Academy, a Greek 
Orthodox institution in Venice, in 1724. Wanting “nothing less than to study Greek,” Barskii so 
impressed the school’s rector and students with his dedication to learning Greek rhetoric and his 
fine singing abilities that “all the Greeks loved me as one sharing the same faith with them.”48 
Six years later, Barskii’s desire to continue improving his Greek language skills led to ten 
months studying in (Tripoli) Syria under Hieromonk Jacob, a former student of Sylvester 
Patriarch of Antioch.49 The standardization of curricula and emphasis on language training at 
leading Orthodox educational institutions thus resulted in a network of schools where students 
like Barskii could commence and complete their studies. 
The emphasis on Latin and Greek in eighteenth-century Orthodox educational institutions 
also endowed Barskii with strong language skills necessary for satisfying his curiosity about the 
Orthodox past. When touring ancient churches and ruins, he sometimes found and translated 
inscriptions, including a paragraph-long founding note at the Church of St. George near Harran 
                                                             
47 The increasingly scholastic model of education at the Kyiv Academy and other institutions of clerical instruction 
throughout the region included grammar, poetics, rhetoric, philosophy, and theology. On the social currency of this 
liberal arts education see Skinner, The Western front of the Eastern Church, 71. 
48 Grigorovich-Barskii, Peshekhodtsa Vasiliia Grigorovicha-Barskago, 99. 
49 Tripoli, located in present-day Lebanon, was part of Greater Syria, which extended from Anatolia to the Sinai 
Peninsula and east to the Euphrates. For an introduction to the history of the idea of Syria, see Daniel Pipes, Greater 
Syria: The History of an Ambition (Oxford: Oxford University Press, Incorporated, 1992); Grigorovich-Barskii, 
Peshekhodtsa Vasiliia Grigorovicha-Barskago, 354.  
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in present-day Turkey.50 On Mount Athos, the long-established center of Orthodox monastic life, 
Barskii found special pleasure parsing through the charters, founding documents, and records of 
donation in monastic libraries. At several of the twenty monasteries there, Barskii was able to 
read and summarize, for his readers, stories of miracle-working icons, holy monks, Byzantine 
Emperors, and ancient Greek heroes.51 He even found, and copied in full, grants from Tsars Ivan 
IV, Alexei I, and Peter I in a collection of fifty similar documents showing the “honor ancient 
Tsars accorded this monastery and with what gifts and acts (gramoty) they enriched” the 
Monastery Khilandar.52 Barskii’s education thus enabled him to render the Orthodox past 
understandable in the eighteenth-century present. 
Traveling also allowed Barskii to learn about the Orthodox past by seeing historical 
remnants and listening to oral place histories. In Russia and Europe, pilgrims’ eyewitness 
accounts lent credibility to authors’ claims of knowledge about the physical and supernatural.53 
Barskii’s texts, Veronica della Dora has argued, are no different. Sight and light, she suggests, 
operated as “persuasive and pervasive metaphors for sensuous and spiritual knowledge at the 
core” of Barskii’s experiences and intellectual journey.54 Seeing churches, monasteries, and 
historical documents thus served as the basis from which Barskii could discuss the material and 
                                                             
50 The inscription notes that the church, “God’s house,” replaced a “Demon’s residence.” Where “idol sacrifices” 
had occurred, “Angel’s choirs” now sang. And, as the name suggests, the church housed some portion of Saint 
Gregory’s remains. Girgorovich-Barskii Peshekhodtsa Vasiliia Grigorovicha-Barskago, 402.  
51 Grigorovich-Barskii, Peshekhodtsa Vasiliia Grigorovicha-Barskago, 531-533, 546, 745, 751.  
52 Grigorovich-Barskii, Peshekhodtsa Vasiliia Grigorovicha-Barskago, 653-657. 
53 Recently, Shayne Legassie has argued that eyewitness accounts were central to travel as a form of “literate labor” 
and authorial knowledge as early as the fourteenth century. See Shayne Legassie. The Medieval Invention of 
Travel (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2017). 
54 Della Dora, “Light and sight,” 88. 
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spiritual state of the Orthodox world. Oral histories, however, also comprised an indispensable 
source of knowledge that few scholars have addressed. These sources might complement or 
replace textual documentation. Local informants provided both kinds of oral histories concerning 
the origins of the Monastery Konstamonitou’s (Kastamonit, in Barskii’s text) name. Barskii’s 
first sources said that the name’s meaning died with early settlers. But, “others say that [the name 
came] from the chestnut (kashtanovyi) woods,” while “others claim that from ancient times . . . 
there was a skit in which lived an ascetic named Konst and the place was called Konstamoni.” 
Yet, “other believers say (and it is also found written) that [it] is named for the venerable and 
holy Emperor Constantine . . . Konstamoni, that is Constantine’s dwelling.”55 Oral accounts, 
representative of varying interpretations and popular traditions, therefore presented dynamic 
histories that supplemented or overlapped with written sources. Learning about the Orthodox 
world therefore required experiential knowledge in addition to formal study. 
While these two modes of learning existed in tandem, they had different purposes for 
Barskii and his coreligionists. Institutional learning, for an eighteenth-century Orthodox world 
confronting papal ascendancy and expansion, constituted a vital form of defense. Patriarch 
Sylvester, we have seen, sent the best and brightest students in Damascus to the farthest corners 
of his see to combat “Jesuit teachings” and “affirm Orthodoxy.” Though Barskii offered little 
reflection on his formative years at the Kyiv Mohyla Academy, he probably encountered similar 
missionizing zeal from his teachers there worried about the Catholic threat and Uniate expansion 
in the region throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. As one later Russian historian 
wrote, the Mohyla Academy’s “life-historical task” was to “divert Orthodox youth from Latin-
                                                             
55 Grigorovich-Barskii, Peshekhodtsa Vasiliia Grigorovicha-Barskago, 675-676. Italics original. 
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Polish educational institutions” and instill them with proper Orthodox theological and 
philosophical outlooks.56 Formal study preserved the faith that Barskii and his fellow Orthodox 
cherished so dearly. 
Experientially acquired knowledge, in contrast, served primarily to connect Orthodox 
peoples across time and space. Barskii was ultimately unable to realize Patriarch Sylvester’s 
charge to establish a “Helleno-Grecic school” in Russia. Instead, he prioritized traveling and left 
a compendium of peoples, places, and stories of lasting historical import. As Kirillina and 
Panchenko have shown, Barskii’s writings are valuable sources about eighteenth-century life in 
the Ottoman Empire and Christian East. Della Dora drew greater attention to Barskii’s 
incorporation of his readers in the journey. She argued that Barskii “literally takes his readers by 
the hand, helps them orient themselves in the monastic complexes and constantly guides their 
minds' eyes through the landscape,” frequently commanding the reader “let’s go and see” the 
next church, collection of relics, or natural landmark.57 This highly engaging narrative style may 
have contributed to the remarkable press run Barskii’s text has enjoyed. 58 All that Barskii 
learned and managed to distill into his writings has linked readers to his Orthodox world from 
the eighteenth century through the present. 
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GOVERNING ORTHODOXY: POLITICS, REGIONALITY, AND OPPOSITION 
Barskii’s understanding and experience of the Orthodox world was further impacted by 
systems of Church governance. More focused on learning and exploring than mapping out the 
intricacies of ecclesiastical structures, Barskii offered somewhat marginal comments on the inner 
workings of the Orthodox Church. However, his accounts still demonstrate the extent to which 
power dynamics in the Church shaped the eighteenth-century Orthodox world and Barskii’s 
travels through it. On one hand, Barskii’s writings illuminate timeless issues of governance. 
Ruling far-off subjects was no easy matter for the patriarchs of Constantinople, for example. 
Mired by political in-fighting among the Phanariot Greeks and the need to appease the sultan, 
these patriarchs passed their often brief tenures without addressing the needs of Balkan, non-
Greek Orthodox. Serbians and Bulgarians, therefore, suffered from the distant, ineffective rule in 
Constantinople. On the other hand, in the eighteenth century, new internal and external threats 
challenged Orthodox leaders at all levels. Barskii shows the peculiarities of eighteenth-century 
Orthodox authority. Broadly, dissent ruptured many Orthodox sees, especially in the Ottoman 
world. In Antioch, where Barskii had his most enduring and intimate connections with an 
Orthodox patriarch, local defection to Uniatism threatened to tear the religious community 
asunder. Yet, regional loyalty sometimes trumped such rifts, resulting in support for familiar 
clerics who at least knew their parishioners. Finally, for Barskii, the intellectual and divine call to 
explore the Orthodox world surpassed bonds imposed by clerical or imperial powers. Thus, 
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Baskii quit his appointment to serve as chaplain at the Russian embassy, taking his books, 
money, and diplomatic papers to Mount Athos. 
The patriarchate of Constantinople, administered from the Ottoman capital, was plagued 
by a multitude of issues extending from the top down. Historians have long demonstrated the 
connections between secular and religious authorities in Constantinople, especially in regards to 
how they hampered the latter. Phanariot Greeks dominated the patriarchate, leveraging their 
collective sway to ensure no other groups seized the patriarchal throne. Yet, the influential 
families and wealthy merchants among them competed in an unofficial system of “buying” the 
seat of power, resulting in bidders “lining up” to pay “investiture fees” that would ensure their 
candidate’s place on the patriarchal throne. Patriarchs’ tenure was therefore often very short, 
with over 159 patriarchs revolving through the office between the sixteenth and twentieth 
century. Though Barskii spent relatively little time in the Ottoman capital, he managed to cross 
paths with Jeremias III, one of the deposed patriarchs, during the latter’s six-year exile on Mount 
Sinai.59 60 Occupying only a margin in Barskii’s travels, this episode nonetheless reaffirms the 
contentious nature of patriarchal politics in Constantinople undercutting Orthodox ecclesiastical 
administration. 
Barskii sheds greater light on the repercussions of mismanagement among Balkan 
Orthodox Christians who had been placed under the patriarch of Constantinople in the Ottoman 
period. Barskii’s discussions with monks on Mount Athos revealed the severe decline and 
                                                             
59 Jeremias III served as Patriarch of Constantinople from 1716 to 1726, then lived in exile on Mount Sinai until his 
return to Constantinople for one more year as patriarch in 1732-1733. 
60 Grigorovich-Barskii, Peshekhodtsa Vasiliia Grigorovicha-Barskago, 261. 
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disarray in the eighteenth-century Orthodox Church in the Balkans. A recently arrived monk at 
Zograf Monastery underscored to Barskii that in Bulgaria, “as in Macedonia and as around 
Duna” the few clergymen present were overwhelmed with huge flocks, leaving some faithful 
Orthodox Christians to “die without baptism” due to “the negligence of the Archbishop.”61 An 
indirect rebuke the system, these comments give voice to the reverberations that Phanariot 
misrule had down the chain of command. A responsible, conscientious patriarch would not 
tolerate, much less appoint, an incompetent archbishop. Thus, the corruption and 
maladministration plaguing Constantinople had distressing, concrete effects on thousands of 
Orthodox Christians in the Balkans without adequate access to vital church rites and services 
such as baptism. 
Other parts of the Orthodox world struggled to stabilize church authority undermined by 
competing regional factions and Uniate defectors. Whereas the fight for the patriarchal throne in 
Constantinople was localized among the Phanariots, the battle in Antioch occurred between the 
elites of Damascus, Aleppo, and Tripoli (Lebanon). The ineffective administration that resulted, 
coupled with the harsh realities of being a Christian minority in a Muslim majority area, left 
many parishioners and clergymen downtrodden. Thus, the appearance of well-funded Jesuit 
missions in the Antiochian see during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries displayed to local 
Orthodox the comparative wealth and success of the Catholic Church.62 Though joining in union 
with Rome could make Ottoman subjects suspect to secular authorities, six patriarchs of Antioch 
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attempted to align with the pope between 1600 and 1720, suggesting that potential benefits, 
monetary or otherwise, outstripped the dangers of joining the Uniate Church.63 The regional and 
Orthodox-Uniate politics that defined eighteenth-century Antioch sometimes turned violent, 
though it remains difficult to assess which factors precipitated such brutality. Sylvester Patriarch 
of Antioch, Barskii’s mentor and friend, attained his position through the backing of his 
hometown supporters in Aleppo, a Uniate-majority city at the time.64 But, in Damascus, 
Sylvester faced stiff opposition from locals allied with Rome. The “Heretics and Uniates” of 
Damascus, Barskii wrote in 1733, were “prepared to kill and murder” Sylvester and the 
defenders of Orthodoxy.65 Church administrators in the Antiochian patriarchate, then, faced no 
easy task. Caught in the webs of competing regional alliances and openly hostile Uniate forces, 
they struggled to appease the disparate interest groups when conciliating rivals was necessary for 
the church and their own survival. 
The inner drive to travel and explore, for Barskii at least, triumphed over ecclesiastical – 
and imperial – authority. His brief tenure as chaplain at the Russian embassy in Constantinople 
in 1744 perhaps best illustrates this point. At the time he received his call to Constantinople, 
Barskii was residing on Patmos. He toured Ephesus and Kio on his way to the capital, evidently 
in no rush.66 Barskii seems to have enjoyed his introductory excursions of Constantinople, which 
passed by ancient Greek ruins, Hagia Sophia, several monasteries, and included information on 
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forty-seven churches dedicated to the Theotokos.67 But, when the exploration slowed down and 
he realized the sedentary nature of his position, Barskii decided to leave. After only four months 
in office, Barskii gather his books, pay, and traveling documents to set out for Mount Athos.68 
Harboring no ill will toward his clerical colleagues in the embassy and its churches, Barskii 
nonetheless risked arrest for this stunt. Russian authorities could have issued a warrant because 
Barskii violated his terms of service and Ottoman police could have imprisoned him for falsely 
using diplomatic passports. While this episode does not suggest Barskii detested Russian church 
or imperial authority, it certainly shows that he found his calling to travel and explore the 
Orthodox world of much greater import. He was, we can say, a strannik at heart. In other words, 
the limits on ecclesiastical authority depended not only upon the regional or inter-faith dynamics 
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MUSLIM, CATHOLIC, AND UNIATE: FORCES RESHAPING THE ORTHODOX 
WORLD 
Catholic, Uniate, and Muslims forces all contributed to the configuration of the 
eighteenth-century Orthodox world. Throughout the Ottoman Empire, Muslims repossessed and 
repurposed historically Orthodox spaces. This was especially true for churches that occupied 
special positions in the ecumenical or local Orthodox imagination such as Hagia Sophia. 
Additionally, Ottoman prohibitions on the loud, clanging bells characteristic of Orthodox 
churches altered Barskii’s religious experience. Meanwhile, Catholics displaced Orthodox from 
some sacred sites in and around Jerusalem. However, Ottoman authorities often forced Catholic 
and Orthodox to split or share access to the most prominent churches, including the church of the 
Holy Sepulcher. Uniatism constituted an altogether different threat to Orthodoxy. Besides 
attracting Orthodox believers indignant at ineffective church administration, Uniatism often lived 
side-by-side with Orthodoxy. In those cases, the insertion of Roman theological doctrines into 
liturgical rites and, sometimes, the absence of iconostases marked off Uniate from Orthodox 
worshipers.69 Ottoman restrictions on constructing non-Muslim religious buildings, coupled with 
depleted patriarchal pocketbooks, forced Orthodox and Uniate worshipers to share churches. 
Moreover, clerics on either side often feared that Uniate-Orthodox hostilities would take a 
violent turn. Finally, Barskii exploited the fluidity of his identity as an impoverished, clad-in-
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black, Latin-speaking, Orthodox traveler to pass through all three of these non-Orthodox spaces. 
This suggests a certain degree of flexibility despite the increased rigidity of religious identity 
resulting from confessionalization. 
Barskii spent the majority of his travels (1725-1747) in Ottoman territory, garnering a 
thorough impression of how Muslim appropriation and reconfiguration of Orthodox spaces 
occurred. Prominent centers of Orthodox worship comprised the primary target of Muslim 
attempts to reconfigure the religious landscape. Much has been written about the seizure of 
Hagia Sophia in Constantinople, for example. But, Barskii spent little time in that city, focusing 
his analysis on the wider transformation of Orthodox sites into Muslim mosques. Throughout 
Syria and all across the island of Cyprus Barskii found that former Orthodox churches in 
prominent locations such as city centers had been transformed into mosques.70  
Furthermore, the Ottoman conquest and subsequent enacting of laws restricting Orthodox 
encroachment on Muslim space altered religious practice and daily life for the faithful. Muslim 
Ottoman rulers first and foremost protected their own faith. They therefore banned Orthodox bell 
ringing in most Muslim areas to ensure that only the Muslim call to prayer would resound. For 
Orthodox, resounding bells signified an aural window onto the spiritual world. The sounds 
echoing from church belfries not only called the worshiper to service, but reminded the listener 
of God’s triumphs and His voice echoing through the Church, its liturgy and worship.71 Bells 
thus played a central role in Orthodox liturgical life. Barskii frequently noted the widespread 
absence of church bells throughout the Ottoman Empire, even in areas where Orthodox enjoyed 
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greater tolerance. On the island of Kio, for example, the local Orthodox had the “freedom to 
complete all Christian rites besides [ringing] the bells as the Muslims had taken [them] back 
around 1708.”72 Forced to improvise, Orthodox clerics often devised some sort of wooden bells 
or cymbals. On Cyprus, however, none of the monastic churches had cymbals “but beat rivets” 
because the Muslim state power (besurmanskaya vlast’) prohibited bells.73 Additionally, 
repairing or building new churches required special permission from Ottoman authorities, 
causing significant issues for buildings suffering structural damage or decline. Yet, not all 
churches suffered a dismal fate. In fact, the forty-seven churches standing in Constantinople 
during Barskii’s brief residence there (January – May 1744), had all been built after the Muslim 
conquest of the city in 1453.74  Muslim respect for Orthodox as People of the Book and 
important contributors to imperial economies and administration ensured such support, however 
limited, for the Church. For Barskii and his coreligionists, though, Muslim rule had undeniably 
altered the act and locale of Orthodox worship. 
Catholicism, in contrast, endangered Orthodox belief and left Barskii uneasy. Roman 
Catholics were above all “heretics.”75 Though sharing some core tenants of belief with Orthodox 
Christians, Catholics erred in their approach to worship, church administration, and theology. 
The spread of “Roman dogma” therefore threatened the Orthodox way of life and the results 
were shocking. The Basilite monks near Rome, for example came “from the Greeks, Slavs, and 
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Russians,” but, Barskii wrote aghast, “differ from the Greeks [e.g. Orthodox Christians] like the 
east from the west and heaven from earth.” From dress to shaved beards, these heretical monks 
were “in everything united with the Roman church,” even reading out the Roman rite liturgy in 
Russian and Greek.76 Catholic-Orthodox tensions could also border on the violent. While 
traveling from Italy to Greece, Barskii and his fellow Orthodox companions cowered under fear 
of the outright “disgust” the Catholic captain, who loved Orthodox “like wolves love lambs,” 
aimed at them.77 In short, the long-simmering battle with Catholicism pervaded the eighteenth-
century Orthodox world Barskii’s traversed and experienced. 
Potential displacement from and around the Holy Lands existed alongside the heretical 
threat Catholicism presented to the Orthodox world. Barskii noted Roman control of churches at 
Christ’s manger in Bethlehem and at the site of John the Prophet’s birthplace.78 Worse, the 
Franciscan mission in Beirut and opening of Catholic monasteries in Palestine reinforced the 
“heretics’” stronghold on ancient Christian lands.79 Thus, in Sidon, Syria the “ancient” Orthodox 
presence had been erased by “French and Venetian ships” complicit with “bringing the 
[Orthodox] people to their teachings and dogma.” By 1728, Barskii wrote, there were “no 
Orthodox anywhere . . . all bowed to the Roman church and are called Catholics, others 
Uniates.”80 Ironically, Ottoman Muslim administration played a central role in preventing the 
total reconfiguration of the Holy Lands. To preserve the peace, Ottoman rulers mandated shared 
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use of mass pilgrimage sites such as the Holy Sepulcher, allocating separate times for Catholic 
and Orthodox services there. Guards also prohibited relic theft and shrine defilement.81 In some 
cases, accommodations extending to all Christians produced a cacophony of worship. At the site 
of Christ’s ascension in Jerusalem, the Greek, Roman, Armenian, Coptic, and Syrian Churches 
all held services to commemorate the Lord’s triumph over sin and death.82 Indigenous Orthodox 
reproaches, checked by this system of Ottoman peace-keeping and the decline in Orthodox 
numbers, at least rhetorically combated Catholic expansion in the Holy Lands. As Barskii noted, 
the Arab Orthodox faithful of Jerusalem often rebuked the “Romans” for splintering with the 
East, shouting from the fortresses that the Roman Catholics had forsaken the creed to preserve a 
church “of one orthodox faith.”83 Catholic expansion in the Holy Lands, restrained more by 
Ottoman neutrality among Christians than Orthodox resurgence, distinguished the eighteenth-
century world that Barskii experienced. 
Uniatism, though, constituted the most pressing danger to Orthodoxy at this time, 
particularly because of the rites, theology, and sites of worship the two often shared. Uniate 
parishes often established agreements with the papacy to preserve their Byzantine rites, inserting 
important, but relatively few, changes such as the filioque and statements of papal authority.84 
Incorporating the filioque meant reconceiving of the Father and Son’s co-equal relationship and 
accepting transubstantiation lessened the mystery surrounding when and where the elements’ 
transformed into the Eucharist. Thus, these additions entailed fundamental reconfigurations of 
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theology relating to the nature of the Trinity and the spiritual mysteries of the liturgy. 
Furthermore, in a century when education and language no longer necessarily served as clear 
markers of Orthodox/Catholic identity, delineating Uniates, who occupied the middle ground 
between the competing faiths, was a complicated and tendentious affair. During Barskii’s first 
visit to Mount Athos in 1726, the monks declared him a “heretic” Uniate because he spoke Latin, 
had traveled through Catholic countries, and had lunch at the Vatican before his arrival.85  
However, the Uniate-Orthodox division had concrete ramifications within the Orthodox 
world, especially in Ottoman territory. The battle often splintered Orthodox communities at the 
parish level. In Sidon, for example, Barskii found that “many” had “denounced Orthodoxy” to 
become Uniates. But, both sides’ limited financial sources and Ottoman restrictions on building 
new churches resulted in a tense situation where the Uniate defectors “still go to church with 
Orthodox [Christians].”86 Since Uniate and Orthodox worshipers observed eastern rites, they had 
similar need for the altar, iconostasis, and sanctuary and therefore few practical reasons to 
construct separate churches. The Uniate incursion thus, in contrast to Muslim or even Catholic 
intrusions, resulted in splintering within Orthodox sites of worship and communities.  
Moreover, Uniate-Orthodox tensions lead to dethronements and hostilities directed at 
Church authorities. Many ecclesiastical deposals occurred in the eighteenth century, some of 
which Barskii hard about or witnessed. In Iliopol, only three years before Barskii passed through, 
the “devil” arrived in the guise of Uniate teachings, causing at least “half” of the believers of the 
“old orthodox faith” to “denounce the holy church” and “submit themselves to the Pope and his 
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dogma.”87 Unfortunately for the Archbishop there, whenever he felt called to denounce or speak 
out against “Orthodox Uniatism” the local parishioners “chased [him] out.”88 Barskii spoke 
similarly of the parishioners of Syria who left the Patriarch of Antioch Sylvester “ready to die 
and be killed on any day.”89 Barskii even experienced the potential for bodily harm first-hand. In 
Samberg, Italy the “Ponderous Bishop” of the local Uniate church cordially welcomed Barskii 
and a companion to his parish. After uncovering the travelers’ Orthodox faith, the bishop 
suddenly changed the entire mood of conversation and looked at them not “like a shepherd at his 
sheep,” but as a “ravenous wolf blinded by Uniates, spooking us with his terrible voice.”90 The 
two fled without looking back. Though Barskii offered no discussion of Orthodox reciprocation 
violence from the Orthodox side, scholars have documented such occurrences throughout the 
eighteenth century.91 The Uniate-Orthodox contest, often occurring in localized, sometimes 
violent, contexts was thus as much for hearts and minds as for churches and schools. 
Amid all these religious confrontations, fluid and easily assumed identities allowed 
Barskii to cross the boundaries between Orthodox and non-Orthodox territory. In the early parts 
of his travels, Barskii donned an externally Catholic appearance, buttressed by his fluency in 
Latin. Before setting out from Lviv, Barskii “prepared pilgrimage (peregrinskie, e.g. Catholic 
pilgrimage) clothes to travel,” including a dress of black, whole-cut cloth with “large sleeves 
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similar in cut to Deacons’,” a cross on a necklace, a traveling sack on his shoulders, sandals, a 
“pumpkin gourd” for water, and a black cap.92 Generally, this disguise protected him from being 
accosted in Catholic Europe. It even facilitated his entry into places about which he was deeply 
curious. Easily integrated into the masses of pilgrims swarming Rome, Barskii confessed at the 
Church of Apostle Paul, marched with his charter attesting as much to Vatican’s gates, and was 
chosen – apparently towering over the crowd – for one of twelve spots at the lunch table in the 
Papal palace.93 Despite the vehemence he directed toward “Roman Dogma,” Barskii clearly 
wanted to know more about where it originated and had no qualms about modifying his 
appearance to do so. In a potentially riskier case of masquerade, Barskii unintentionally passed 
for a Muslim haji in Syria. Before embarking on a trip to ancient churches near the city of Izra, 
Barskii donned rough black robes to put off robbers who lined the highways. Returning to 
Damascus dust-covered and indistinguishable from poor peasants in the region, Barskii crossed 
paths with a haji caravan heading in the same direction. When Barskii silently joined the caravan 
for greater protection from bandits, his presence went unnoticed. Thus, Barskii was able to join 
the hajis when they entered the Umayyad Mosque in Damascus that had once been an Orthodox 
Church. Here, Barskii engaged his curiosity about the Orthodox past rather than the Muslim 
present. He thanked the “all-generous God” for the privilege of entering “His church” and 
offered a precise description of the building’s dimensions and the state of the repurposed areas 
for the altar, iconostasis, and belfry.94 As these various episodes show, the religious conflict in 
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and around the eighteenth-century Orthodox world did not inhibit Barskii’s ability or desire to 






















As scholars increasingly turn to Russian Orthodox pilgrim accounts for historical 
information, new avenues of exploration open. As demonstrated in this essay, these sources have 
substantial value for understanding how the Orthodox connected to their coreligionists and the 
past. Worship and education especially linked Barskii to his fellow Orthodox. Collective 
participation in shared religious practices fostered a sense of belonging for the traveler. Despite 
linguistic and ethnic barriers, mutually intelligible Orthodox liturgical rites made the foreign 
more familiar. Likewise, Barskii successfully integrated himself into a network of Orthodox 
educational institutions, from Kyiv to Venice to Damascus, all emphasizing Latin and/or Greek 
language acquisition. Barskii’s account also tells us about the Orthodox understanding of the 
past. In some locales, history was inscribed onto physical places such as monasteries that 
appeared reminiscent of fortresses used in the centuries’ long Christian-Muslim struggle. At 
other times, Barskii found the past enshrined in texts and local lore. The monasteries of Mount 
Athos, in particular, contained valuable historical documents linking Barskii and his readers to 
the founders, donors, and revered monks who had directed the course of Orthodoxy in that place. 
Oral place histories, augmenting these written sources, provided Barskii with a more open, 
dynamic understanding of the multiple interpretations of the past. Barskii’s accounts therefore 
reveal some strong points of connections among Orthodox and to the transhistorical Church. 
However, the Orthodox world also faced grave internal and external challenges in the 
eighteenth century. In the Ottoman Empire, Orthodox subjects often suffered under negligent 
44 
 
ecclesiastical administration fractured by political rivalries. As much could be said of the Church 
in nearly any point in history. Yet, Barskii’s writings reveal the different impacts these issues 
had across geographical space. For the Balkan Orthodox, the chaotic and corrupt politics 
characteristic of the patriarchate of Constantinople left many without access to essential religious 
services, from baptism to the last rites. Meanwhile in Antioch, regional competition for the 
patriarchal throne was one of the major issues dominating church life. The other, a clash between 
Uniate and Orthodox, rocked the see with violence, presenting serious dangers to clerics on both 
sides. Indeed, Muslim, Catholic, and Uniate forces had nearly as much influence on the 
Orthodox world as Barskii and his coreligionists. Collectively, the “heretics” and non-believers 
reshaped Orthodoxy. Muslims transformed churches into mosques. Catholic claimed sacred sites 
in the Holy Lands. Uniates occupied Orthodox churches and sometimes dethroned patriarchs. 
Even for those such as Barskii unshaken in their faith, these threats undeniably changed the 
religious landscape. 
Barskii’s writings therefore offer a window onto the eighteenth-century Orthodox world. 
While further research will elucidate the historical lacunae not discussed in this paper, I have 
shown the potential uses of Russian Orthodox pilgrim literature for increasing our understanding 
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